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Representatives from five Central American countries met in Washington, DC, on June 19 to request
international financial help in locating and deactivating thousands of anti- personnel and anti-tank
land mines left in the ground after the armed conflict in Nicaragua during the 1980s. Nicaragua's
vice minister for foreign affairs, Jose Bernard Pallais, gave a report on the land-mine situation to
officials and delegates of the Organization of American States (OAS). He said that greater amounts
of financial assistance than had been made available were necessary to remove the mines a job that
he said "cannot be postponed." Joining Pallais at the meeting were representatives from Costa Rica,
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. "Land-mine removal is a job of extraordinary urgency and
importance because of the implications mines have for public security," said OAS official Elizabeth
Spehar.
The US delegate to the OAS, William Millan, announced at the meeting that the State Department
had authorized US$270,000 dollars for Central American mine removal. This amount is in addition
to US$2 million the US previously authorized for these operations. Nevertheless, Central American
officials do not think the funds offered by the US will be sufficient to clear all the mines left from
a decade of armed conflict between the Sandinista government of Nicaragua and the US-backed
contra forces. The mines were planted near and in some cases inside the borders with Nicaragua's
neighbors, creating a regional menace for which the Central American governments are trying to
develop a regional solution.
Of the US$4.5 million in additional funds that the Nicaragua authorities estimate are needed to
clear the mines in Nicaragua, Pallais has asked the international community to donate US$2.5
million. Nicaragua will supply the remainder. According to official Nicaraguan estimates, there are
95,000 land mines planted in Nicaraguan territory. Though the Nicaraguan government launched
a program to locate and remove the mines in 1993, lack of money has stalled the effort. According
to UN calculations, the cost of removing a single land mine, when all costs are added together,
averages between US$300 and US$1,000. Therefore, Nicaragua's US$4.5 million estimate for
removing mines in its territory could prove much too low. Applying the UN figure, the eventual bill
for mine removal in Nicaragua alone could climb to a minimum of US$28 million, and as high as US
$95 million.
Honduras has also asked the US for funds to clear mines deployed along its border with Nicaragua
by contras who established bases inside Honduran territory. A cleanup program was to begin in
April with a group of 90 Honduran technicians trained in mine clearance by US, Brazilian, and
Colombian experts. Insufficient funds to pay the cleanup cost, estimated at US$1.5 million, has
delayed start of the operation. The Honduran government reports that dozens of people have been
injured in the departments of Olancho, El Paraiso, and Choluteca. Some of this border area is rich
agricultural land where coffee growers and farmers, once displaced by contra encampments, have
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moved back to work in fields known to contain active mines. "The mines have become death traps
all along the border," said Honduran army Col. Hernan Seaman.
Locating the mines is difficult, according to Seaman, because they were laid in a haphazard way
and the contras left no reliable information on their location. Honduran Foreign Minister Delmer
Panting said that those who promoted the war in Central America should supply the resources
to finish the cleanup operation. "We think that it is totally unjust that we, who did not plant the
mines in our territory, should have to find the money to deactivate them," said Panting. Also at
the OAS meeting were permanent observers to the organization from Spain, France, Germany,
Japan, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and the Russian Federation, who expressed support for the
Nicaraguan effort to find financial assistance. On returning to Nicaragua, Pallais said he expected
the new contributions to come from Europe and Japan. (Sources: Agence France-Presse and
Notimex, 06/19/95; Reuter, 06/19/95, 06/22/95; Inter Press Service, 07/04/95)
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